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THE LAST DAYS OF OLD JERUSALEM. 



By Professor George L. Robinson, Ph.D., 
The McCormick Theological Seminary, Chicago, 111. 



i. The city. — It was unquestionably the temple which made 
ancient Jerusalem "the joy of the whole earth" (Ps. 48:2). 
The temple was the abode of Jehovah's presence, the dwelling 
place of "the glory of God." It was a shrine rather than a 
church, a house for Jehovah rather than a sanctuary within 
which Israel met to worship ; for no Israelite ever thought of 
entering its sacred precincts except the priests and ministers 
anointed for that purpose. 

The building was small, but very magnificent. Upon it Solo- 
mon had lavished all the art and beauty of Phoenician taste 
which the wealth and resources of the Hebrew kingdom could 
purchase. Cedar wood and purple curtains, golden utensils 
within, and brazen furniture without, with various gradations of 
sanctitv assigned to the different apartments, all contributed to 
make the temple of Jerusalem one of the grandest shrines of 
antiquity, the costliest synagogue of the world. Solomon was 
the great builder of the nation. Those who came after him 
did little but repair what he had completed, and complete what 
he had begun. 

The royal palace which he caused to be erected cost thirteen 
years of labor, besides many thousand talents of gold and silver. 
Within it there was an edifice called the "House of the Forests 
of Lebanon," so named because the roof was supported by a 
multitude of cedar pillars resembling the forests of Lebanon. 
Within it also there was a " Hall of Judgment," to which the 
king's subjects repaired for justice and counsel. The throne on 
which the king sat in state was overlaid with fine gold and inlaid 
with ivory (cf. 1 Kings 7 : 7, 10; 10:18-20). 

The fortifications of the city were strong and imposing. The 
ramparts and towers which David had begun Solomon completed, 
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inclosing not alone Zion, but the entire city within strong and 
massive walls ( I Kings 1 1 : 27, LXX) . Solomon also constructed 
aqueducts and reservoirs to provide water for his capital ; while, 
in the country round, near and far away, he erected military 
posts for a protection to the city against the invasions of possible 
foes. Ancient Jerusalem, accordingly, was, by situation and 
adornment, one of the most, if not the most, beautiful and com- 
plete of oriental capitals. 

2. The city's history. — To appreciate the condition of Jerusa- 
lem's "last days" it is necessary to know something of her his- 
tory. During the 350 years of ancient Jerusalem's existence 
the city underwent many trying vicissitudes. The royal palace 
and the temple were repeatedly plundered, and the walls often 
required repair. Scarcely, indeed, had Solomon ceased to reign 
when schism rent the nation in twain, and left the little kingdom 
of Judah and its capital exposed to the merciless rivalry of the 
neighboring powers. 

First (ca. 930 B. C.) came up Shishak, king of Egypt, who 
defeated Rehoboam, and humiliated the capital by stripping it 
of its richest treasures. For gold Rehoboam substituted brass 
(1 Kings 14:25-28). Against Jehoram [ca. 845 B.C.) came 
up the Philistines and Arabians, who carried away the treasures 
found in the king's house, together with his sons and his wives 
(2 Chron. 21 : 16, 17). The temporal losses were later made 
good by Joash, who also repaired the temple (2 Chron. 24 : 14). 
Again [ca. 780 B. C.) Jehoash, king of Israel, came up against 
Amaziah, and broke down 400 cubits of the northern wall of the 
city, capturing many treasures and receiving noble hostages 
from Amaziah as pledges of future conduct (2 Kings 14 : 13, 14). 
Uzziah, however, repaired the fortifications and supplied the 
towers with engines of war (2 Chron. 26 :g, 14). 

During Hezekiah's reign (727-698 B. C.) the city suffered 
severely at the hands of Assyria. Despite Hezekiah's good 
intentions to reform and fortify Jerusalem, Judah and its capital 
were reduced by Sennacherib to the condition of vassalage (701 
B. C). Heavy tribute was imposed. The treasures of the city 
which Hezekiah, only a few years before, had shown so proudly 
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to the embassy of Merodach Baladan, were extorted by the 
Assyrian as conditions of peace. At that time Hezekiah even 
cut off the precious metal from the doors of the temple and 
from the pillars in order to preserve the kingdom from utter 
collapse (2 Kings 18:14-16). Jerusalem, unfortunately, was 
never afterward able to recover itself, or replace its losses. 
Manasseh did a little toward fortifying the city of David on the 
west side, and repairing the altar of the Lord, but his resources 
were comparatively limited (2 Chron. 33: 14-16). 

In 609 B. C. also Jerusalem suffered a heavy drain upon its 
treasury. Pharaoh Necho came up from Egypt against the twenty- 
three-year-old king Jehoahaz, stripped him of his royal dignity, 
set Jehoiakim upon the throne in his stead, and put the land under 
heavy tribute to Egypt (2 Kings 23:35). And long before 
Jerusalem was able to recover from this stroke, Nebuchadnezzar 
of Babylon appeared before the gates of the holy city and 
forced Jehoiakim to serve him (2 Kings 24: 1). Thus Judah, 
in these latter years, was like a ball tossed between the king- 
doms of Egypt and Babylonia. 

In 597 B. C. a far greater calamity overtook the Jerusalem- 
ites. The strongest of them were actually carried into captivity. 
The city was threatened with siege, but King Jehoiachin yielded 
just in time to save the capital from being stormed. Notwith- 
standing, he and his people were forced to suffer severe humilia- 
tion. Not only the king, but the princes (including Ezekiel and 
Daniel), the mighty men of valor, the craftsmen and smiths, in 
all ten thousand captives, together with most of the remaining 
treasures of the city, were carried to Babylon. The vessels of 
gold which Solomon had made were cut to pieces. Little of real 
value was left. The best of the people, the flower of the nation, 
its piety and worth, were exiled ; only the weakest remained. 
Families were torn asunder, children being left behind (2 Kings 
24 : 10-16). The king himself languished for thirty-seven years 
in Babylonian dungeons. This was Jerusalem's first captivity. 

3. The last days. — By the " last days" we mean the period 
between the first and second deportations (597 and 586 B. C). 
In place of Jehoiachin Nebuchadnezzar set Zedekiah upon 
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the throne — if Judah can henceforth be said to have had a 
throne. He ruled as vassal eleven years, the slave also of a 
fickle and impotent people. We know little of his sad career, 
except concerning the closing scenes of his pitiful end, when the 
curtain finally fell upon Judah's national history. From Jere- 
miah's writings, however, it is safe to infer that his entire reign 
was stormy and wholly undesirable. It is difficult for us who 
have never known the smart of defeat in war to realize the 
pangs of national death. The last two years of his reign were 
wretched and miserable. 

Zedekiah began to rule at the age of twenty-one. Weak and 
irresolute himself, he was by nature unfitted for his difficult task. 
Indeed, the temper of the people was such that had a strong 
man been placed at the head of state affairs, he also would 
probably have failed in attempting peacefully to govern his sub- 
jects. The cooler heads had nearly all gone into captivity in 
597. False prophets inflamed the weaklings who remained. 
The spirit of loyalty was lost. A kind of selfish individualism, 
closely akin to peasant autocracy, took its place. The people 
turned anarchists, and rebelled. The cruelty of Nebuchadnezzar 
exasperated them. Judgment was dethroned, and reason no 
longer consulted. The people thought only of revenge. They 
welcomed every rumor of revolt on the part of Babylon's vassal 
states with greatest enthusiasm. They never ceased clamoring 
for Zedekiah to rebel also. The nation was like two baskets of 
figs — one of which was good and the other bad — the good 
having gone into captivity, the bad being left behind (cf. Jer., 
chap. 24). Zedekiah at last yielded and renounced allegiance to 
the great king of the East. This was Judah's fatal blunder. The 
end was imminent. 

4. The siege and fall. — The account of the siege and fall 
of Jerusalem is contained in 2 Kings, chap. 25, and Jer., 
chap. 52; but valuable information is also obtained from the 
book of Lamentations. The siege lasted one and a half years, 
or from January, 587, to July, 586. Nebuchadnezzar took up his 
headquarters at Riblah in north Lebanon. From there he dis- 
patched his army to operate in the south. Vigorous measures 
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of defense were planned by Zedekiah (Jer. 33:4) before the 
army of Nebuchadnezzar arrived. At length, however, the 
city is invested. Jerusalem's inhabitants are filled with terror 
and consternation. The citizens of the country flee from the 
invading enemy in every direction. Zedekiah anxiously looks 
to Egypt for help (Lam. 4: 17). Meanwhile, Jerusalem's war- 
riors resist to the uttermost. The walls are strong, and, 
accordingly, the Babylonians fail in securing an entrance. A 
considerable period of time passes, and still Egypt fails to come 
to their rescue. The siege is pressed with greatest vigor. 
Hope in Jerusalem is about to yield to despair, when the long- 
looked-for help from Egypt arrives. Pharaoh Hophra is seen 
approaching. Universal shouts go up. The people are more 
than jubilant. The army of Nebuchadnezzar is forced to raise 
the siege. The joys of Jerusalem are unbounded. They con- 
sider the crisis over. The gates are opened, and people again 
pass in and out as of old. Judah's refugees repair to the capital 
for safety. The Egyptians and Babylonians have engaged in 
battle (Ezek. 30:20-26). 

One man in Jerusalem, however, does not rejoice. It is the 
prophet Jeremiah. He alone sees the inevitable issue of events. 
He knows full well that the enemy will presently return and 
renew the siege. He warns his fellow-citizens, but is only 
laughed to scorn, and threatened with violence if he does not 
keep silence. Still, with raised voice, he protests that, though 
the Egyptians should smite the entire army of Nebuchadnezzar, 
and there remained but wounded men among them, yet should 
they rise up every man in his tent and burn the city with fire 
(Jer. 37 : 10). And he was right, for the Egyptians were soon 
routed, and the siege was resumed. 

A sad story remains to be related. The resumption of the 
siege was so sudden and unexpected that little or no extra 
preparation had been made. A new enemy, accordingly, soon 
appeared — want! Famine confronted the prisoners of the capi- 
tal. The granaries were gradually exhausted. At first only the 
poor, but later the middle and upper classes also began to realize 
that supplies were low. Faces became so emaciated that they 
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could no longer be recognized (Lam. 4:8; 5:10). Priests and 
elders gave up the ghost in the city (Lam. 1 : 19). Babes died 
upon their mothers' bosoms (Lam. 2:11, 12, 19). Tender- 
hearted parents, forced through starvation, soddened their own 
offspring (Lam. 4: 10 ; 2:20). People sat in despair, wishing 
for death. Strong men became frenzied, and wandered about 
the city to murder and destroy (Lam. 4:14). Jeremiah's 
policy, to surrender and live, is still contemned ; he himself is 
thrown into a dungeon, where he is kept prisoner till Jerusalem 
is captured ; yet Jeremiah is by far the truest patriot the nation 
has left. He remains loyal to Jehovah — the central figure of 
Jerusalem's end. As Kittel remarks, he is " the bright evening 
sun which with its golden beams sheds a glory over Judah as it 
sinks into the night." 1 

The city had been invested on the tenth day of the tenth 
month of Zedekiah's ninth year, and on the ninth day of the 
fourth month of his eleventh year the Babylonians broke through 
the wall and entered the city (2 Kings 25 : 1-4). Panic seized 
the more than half-starved inhabitants who survived when they 
beheld their fate. Jerusalem's warriors, however, succeeded in 
escaping by way of the king's garden. The king himself, with 
a guard, makes a sortie by night in the direction of Jericho, but 
is pursued by Chaldeans and overtaken in the plain. He is 
carried to Riblah to Nebuchadnezzar. There they pronounce 
judgment upon him, slay his sons in his presence, make blind 
his eyes, bind him in fetters of brass, and carry him to Babylon. 
The city is given over for a month to the plundering troop of 
the enemy. Nebuzaradan is commissioned to burn the temple 
and the palace, and raze the fortifications to the ground. He 
fulfils his master's commands. The temple is burned, and the 
walls are thrown down. The few remaining treasures of the 
city, the brazen pillars and the sea of brass, are taken away (2 
Kings 25 18-13). The surviving inhabitants are made prisoners 
of war, and carried to Babylon. Only the very poorest of the 
city are left to dress the vineyards and cultivate the fields. The 
chief priest, Seraiah,and the second priest, Zephaniah, and other 

1 History of the Hebrews ■, Vol. IT, p. 385. 
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officers of the temple are brought to Nebuchadnezzar, and there 
executed in his presence, in the land of Hamath. The total 
number of those deported is stated in Jer. 52: 28-30 to have 
been 4,600 ; but, inasmuch as this passage is omitted from the 
Septuagint version, it is not of absolute authority. Nebuchad- 
nezzar's mission, however, was complete. The city was wholly 
destroyed. The temple was made utterly desolate. Then was 
fulfilled that which was spoken by Micah the prophet who predicted 
150 years before : " Therefore shall Zion for your sake be plowed 
as a field and Jerusalem shall become heap, and the mountain of 
the house as the high places of the forest" (Mic. 3 : 12). 

Over in Babylon the anxiety of those already in exile con- 
cerning the fate of Jerusalem was most intense. The prophet 
Ezekiel, whose mission it was to comfort and pacify his brethren, 
received the most remarkable revelations concerning the final 
catastrophe. He saw the "glory of God," in a succession of 
visions, gradually departing from the temple and quitting the 
city. 

First he beheld it in the temple, outraged by the abomina- 
tions which were committed in its very presence (Ezek. 8 : 4-18). 
Next he saw it leaving its accustomed place in the holy of holies : 
"Then the glory of the Lord went up from the cherub, and 
stood over the threshold of the house : and the house was filled 
with the cloud, and the court was full of the brightness of the 
Lord's glory " (Ezek. 10:4; cf. 9: 3). Finally he saw it depart- 
ing from the sanctuary altogether, abandoning the polluted place 
to the enemy, as being fit only for destruction : " Then did the 
cherubim lift up their wings and the wheels beside them : and 
the glory of the God of Israel was over them above. And the 
glory of the Lord went up from the midst of the city, and stood 
upon the mountain which is on the east side of the city" (Ezek. 
11 : 22, 23). 

Thus departed the glory of Jehovah from the temple, and 
with it perished the ancient city of Jerusalem. 



